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Within the United States, at any given time, there are approximately 600,000 children in 
the foster care system. Based on standardize test scores and graduation rates, there is a 
significant education gap between foster children and their peers. The education gap that exists 
has been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic and limits the likelyhood of positive outcomes 
at adulthood for the foster population. This capstone presents a potential strategy for reform of 
the foster care system within the United States, specifically with regards to education of the 
children.  This proposal augments existing solutions and create a compounding effect with 
current legislation and strategies. This policy proposal will specifically address the following 
problem: How can the education gap that exists for the foster child population be reduced? This 
proposal recommends a two-part solution, the first part focused on staffing to child welfare 
agencies, the second with regards to applicability of foster student transportation funding. This 
proposal recommends creating an “Education Growth Coordinator” role within child welfare 
agencies, as well as hiring professional educators in the welfare agencies to serve as tutors for 
foster children. The second facet of this proposal involves modifying legislation so that funding 
for transportation and school stability can be utilized for resourcing virtual schooling in the 
event of school shutdowns, as seen in the COVID-19 pandemic. This proposal lays out the action 
forcing event, relevant policy history, outlines the proposal, policy and political analysis, and 
finally presents recommendations.  In summary, the recommendation is to implement the policy 
proposal in full to have the greatest impact in reducing the education gap.  
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Action Forcing Event 
 
 On December 30, 2020, NBC News reported a national foster care crisis 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic.1 Across the nation, there has been an increase 
in children admitted to foster care, increased rates of those contracting the virus, and 
additional learning loss due to socio-economic factors. In the Chicago metropolis, area 
children needing foster care rose 33%, putting stress on group homes and foster 
families.  In part because of the risk of contracting the disease, there has been a 
decrease in available foster families.2 The challenges of virtual learning have been 
magnified in the foster care population due to the limited access to technology, coupled 




                                                          
1 Char Adams, “Foster Care Crisis: More Kids Are Entering, but Fewer Families Are Willing to Take Them 
In,” January 3, 2021, https://www.nbcnews.com/news/nbcblk/foster-care-crisis-more-kids-are-
entering-fewer-families-are-n1252450. 
2 Jim Williams, “Foster Parents Needed As COVID-19 Pandemic Strains Families,” December 25, 2020, 
https://chicago.cbslocal.com/2020/12/25/covid-19-foster-parents-needed-pandemic/. 
3 Ashley Riegle, Ashan Singh, and Allie Yang, “For Foster Kids, COVID-19 Poses a Second Obstacle to 






   The impact of COVID-19 has had a magnified impact on the children within the 
foster care systems throughout the United States.  In addition to already being part of a 
vulnerable population, disproportionately skewed toward minorities, the children now 
must contend with a myriad of issues, including housing instability, food insecurity, and 
adapting to virtual learning.4 The epidemic and the impact it has had allowed a spotlight 
to shine on inequalities in both the health care system and the social welfare state.  The 
CDC has identified inequalities in healthcare access, occupation, education, housing, and 
discrimination, as factors contributing to minority groups having a greater risk of 
contracting and being impacted by the disease.5 While the impact of COVID-19 hits 
across multiple aspects of the foster children’s development, the effect on education, 
both immediate and lagging, poses significant risk and carries generational implications. 
This policy proposal will specifically address the following problem: How can the 
education gap that exists for the foster child population be lessened? 
 COVID-19 has stalled and altered many of the foster system’s critical aspects, 
including court proceedings, visitations, and access to care.  The convergence of the two 
factors can be further aggravated by tertiary factors such as immigration status or 
                                                          
4 Child Welfare League of America, “Child Welfare League of America,” Child Welfare League of America, 
December 2020, https://www.cwla.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Transition-2021-Final.pdf. 
 
5 National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases, “Health Equity Considerations and Racial 
and Ethnic Minority Groups,” Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (Centers for Disease 





geography (rural vs. urban).6 Unfortunately, the foster care system was already in crisis 
and stretched thin before the pandemic, leaving little margin for the pandemic. Each 
year, approximately 600,000 children will go through the foster system.7 Major cities 
have already seen spikes in children admitted to the foster care system. Furthermore, 
many leaders fear that there is still under-reporting of abuse and homelessness due to 
virtual schooling.8,9  
 To fully understand this problem’s immediacy, given the current conditions, it is 
critical to understand the magnitude of the learning gap between the children in the 
foster system and their peers before the pandemic. According to a 2014 study, the 
average reading level of a 17–18-year-old in foster care was the 7th-grade level. 
Additionally, foster youth are approximately 2.5x – 3.5x more likely to require special 
education assistance in schools.10  The deficit that the average foster youth experiences 
will only worsen without access to the tailored educational specialists provided with in-
                                                          
6 Ashley Riegle, Ashan Singh, and Allie Yang, “For Foster Kids, COVID-19 Poses a Second Obstacle to 
Stability and Success,” November 23, 2020, https://abcnews.go.com/US/foster-kids-covid-19-
poses-obstacle-stability-success/story?id=74366515. 
 
7 Child Welfare League of America, “Child Welfare League of America,” Child Welfare League of America, 
December 2020, https://www.cwla.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Transition-2021-Final.pdf. 
 
8 Jim Williams, “Foster Parents Needed As COVID-19 Pandemic Strains Families,” December 25, 2020, 
https://chicago.cbslocal.com/2020/12/25/covid-19-foster-parents-needed-pandemic/. 
 
9 Greg Childress, “Student Homelessness: An Epidemic in NC That Predates COVID-19,” NC Policy Watch, 




10 Working Group on Foster Care and Education, “Fostering Success in Education: National Factsheet on 





person education. Even compared to other low-income populations, the high school 
dropout rate for foster youth was approximately 3x higher, pre-pandemic.11 
Understanding the full scope of the problem and the multi-faceted policy solution 
required to solve it will take a thorough understanding of the compounding impacts of 
existing learning gaps, homelessness, technology, and the various roles & actors within 
the welfare state. These topics will be covered in greater depth further in the policy 
proposal; however, the state of education pre-pandemic was critical to preview now to 
highlight the problem’s urgency.  
Across the country, there is an education gap, as evaluated by standardized test 
scores in math and reading, as well as graduation rates.  As shown in Figure 1 and Figure 
2, students in every state are significantly less likely than their peers to graduate high 
school, as well as lag in every significant measurable outcome. 12 13 
                                                          
 
11 First Star Institute, “Foster Youth Success in College Project: Initial Report” (Washington, D.C.: First Star 
Institute, 2018). 
 
12 Kate Stringer, “ESSA Says State Report Cards Must Track How Many Students in Foster Care Are Passing 
Their Reading & Math Tests and Graduating High School. Only 16 Do,” ESSA Says State Report 
Cards Must Track How Many Students in Foster Care Are Passing Their Reading & Math Tests and 












The generational impact and magnitude of the problem are put further into 
perspective when evaluated against the accession into the adult population each year.  
Although the average age of youth in foster care is 6.5 years old, approximately 20,000 
Figure 1: Graduation Rates for Foster Youth 
Figure 2: Foster Youth Outcomes 
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youths will age out of the foster care system each year.14 For the “aging out” 
population, 70% will require some form of government assistance within the first four 
years of exiting the system, and 25% will not even finish high school.15 With the global 
pandemic magnifying the impact of an existing learning gap, a policy must be enacted 
now to curb an irreversible generational loss in productivity and welfare drain as the 
foster children of today mature to adults.  
Despite the nearly $30B spent on the child welfare system, the investment in the 
foster system children still pales compared to their peers, likely contributing to the gap 
existing prepandemic. On average, the system invests less than 50% into foster children, 
compared to the average American family.16 A holistic approach to both policy and 
funding will be required to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on the learning gaps in 
foster care.  






                                                          
14 iFoster, “6 Quick Statistics on the Current State of Foster Care,” iFoster, 2020, 
https://www.ifoster.org/6-quick-statistics-on-the-current-state-of-foster-care/. 
 
15 Ibid.  
 




History & Background 
A thorough understanding of the historical background behind education policy 
related to foster care is critical to comprehend the education gap for foster children and 
potential policy solutions.  Over time, policies to reduce the foster care education gap, 
as evidenced by graduation rates and standardized test scores, have been grouped 
broadly with other education policy efforts in America. Policy has evolved from focusing 
on the broad population with all other students, to low-income students, to finally 
toward having distinct, foster-focused policies.  With the evolution of policies, data and 
tracking of foster student performance longitudinally has only emerged in recent years.  
The history of education for foster children is complex and involves policies at 
the federal, state, and local levels.  The reason for the complexity of policy solutions 
dates to the passing of the 10th Amendment and the Bill of Rights.  Because education is 
not explicitly covered in the U.S. Constitution, nor is it prohibited to the states, it is 
delegated to the states and the people. As such, foster care education policy and 
implementation is a combination of federal, state, and local policy.  For this historical 
review, I will focus on the background and history at the federal level.  
There has been various legislation over the past two hundred years addressing 
education within the social welfare system; however, there are significant milestones in 
the modern era that laid the groundwork for policy today.  In 1987 the McKinney-Vento 
Homeless Assistance Act was passed into law which allowed for the provision of 
immediate enrollment of homeless children and youth into schools, regardless of 
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records.17  In this act, funds were allocated to establish a coordination office for 
education efforts at the state level, to ensure that homeless children had the same 
education opportunities as non-homeless children.  Furthermore, by providing for a 
coordination office, the government was better able to see additional impediments to 
the youth’s educational success.18 While foster children are, by definition, not homeless, 
the act did include foster children awaiting placement (later removed in 2016).  Many 
foster youth face homelessness throughout the course of their educational careers and 
the work that the McKinney-Vento law provided is significant in aiding their stability.  
In 1990, based on data and insights from the creation of the state coordination 
offices, the McKinney-Vento Act was amended to address the education gaps further. 
The changes in 1990 challenged the states to look past the issue of homelessness and 
make concerted efforts to eliminate all barriers to educational performance.  This 
change in mindset expanded the problem from being a particular issue of barriers to 
enrollment to a broader discussion of hindrances to academic success.  The initial 
McKinney-Vento Act did not allow for funds to provide direct educational assistance – 
the changes made in 1990 allowed for the provision of funds to go through local 
education agencies and pay for direct educational services.19  
                                                          
17 Federal Education for Homeless and Youth Programs, “PDF” (Washington, DC, October 2018). 
 







 In 1994, the educational reforms took another step forward with the Improving 
America’s Schools Act.  This bill strengthened the language used to discuss coordination 
between the various government and interagency departments therein. While the bill’s 
focus was on higher student standards, higher teaching standards, accountability, and 
community partnerships, specific provisions helped the foster care population. As part 
of promoting partnerships, the language acknowledges explicitly how factors outside of 
school can impact behavior. Therefore, provisions can be made to integrate social 
welfare and health programs, specifically in low-income areas.20 Also significant is the 
inclusion of support for preschool education.21 To date, research continues to support 
the benefits of strong educational starts and earlier intervention in low-income student 
success.22 The acknowledgments and connections explicitly pronounced in this bill are 
significant in laying the groundwork for future policy impacting foster children.  This bill 
illuminates the trend that is developing around acknowledging that many factors 
compound on each other to impact the educational achievement of foster youth.  
 The following significant policy change for foster youth was the No Child Left 
Behind Act (NCLB), passing in 2002.  This act significantly impacted education standards 
                                                          
20 Richard W. Riley, “The Improving America's Schools Act of 1994,” Archived: The Improving 
America'sSchools Act of 1994, accessed February 28, 2021, 
https://www2.ed.gov/offices/OESE/archives/legislation/ESEA/brochure/iasa-bro.html. 
21 Federal Education for Homeless and Youth Programs. “Federal Education for Homeless and Youth 
Programs Profile.” Washington, DC: US Department of Education, October 2018.  
22 National Working Group on Foster Care and Education. “Fostering Success in Education: National 
Factsheet on Education Outcomes of Children in Foster Care.” National Working Group on Foster 
Care and Education, April 2018.  
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throughout the country but notably reauthorized portions of the McKinney-Vento Act 
and strengthened requirements on school districts to have liaisons23   In addition to 
those changes, the act allowed for an increased focus on literacy and specifically gave 
priority to foster children for the “Reading is Fundamental” book distribution program.24 
To this point, the specific prioritization in the reading program is the most significant 
deviation from a focus on school stability as a means of improving foster child academic 
performance. There existed criticism of the No Child Left Behind Act for various reasons; 
however, a common theme was overexertion of federal authority in education, a trend 
that will be reversed in future legislations.25  
 2008 can broadly be characterized as an inflection point in the federal approach 
to foster care reform. The laws passed in that year and the decade that follows 
constituted a more granular focus on the gaps that foster children face and the role the 
federal government can play in closing the gaps.  The 2008 Fostering Connections to 
Success and Increasing Adoptions Act included legislation that specifically targeted child 
welfare and improved long-term outcomes for youth in the system.  In the law, school 
stability was specifically prioritized as well as assistance with transportation as 
necessary.  In addition to the provisions about education, the law extends the age of 
                                                          
23 Federal Education for Homeless and Youth Programs. “Federal Education for Homeless and Youth 
Programs Profile.” Washington, DC: US Department of Education, October 2018.  
24 Office of the Under Secretary of Education. “No Child Left Behind, A Desktop Reference” Washington, 
DC: US Department of Education, 2002. 
 
25 Jeremy Loudenback, John Kelly, and Serita Cox, “Potential Wins for Foster Youth in No Child Left Behind 




federal support for older youth to 21 and opens assistance to foster children in Native 
American tribes.26  
Despite efforts made in the NCLB and the Foster Connections reform, students 
continue to lag.  As shown in the performance results in Figure 3 for students in 
Colorado from 2008-2014, the policy changes had minimal effect in levels of reading or 
math proficiency.27  
  
                                                          
26 Children’s Defense Fund and the Center for Law and Social Policy, and Grandfamilies National 
Partnership Working Group. “Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoption Act Will 
Improve Outcomes for Children and Youth in Foster Care.” Grandfamilies National Partnership 
Working Group, 2008.  
27 “Academic Achievement: Needs Assessment Data: Foster Care Research,” The Colorado Study of 
Students in Foster Care, accessed April 26, 2021, https://www.unco.edu/cebs/foster-care-
research/needs-assessment-data/academic-achievement/. 
 
Figure 3: Academic Achievement by Grade Level for Colorado Students in Foster Care 
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In 2013, the Uninterrupted Scholars Act further solidified the federal 
government’s role in heavily encouraging interagency communication and children’s 
advocacy. The bill amends the Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) to 
release a student’s education records, without parental consent, to a social worker or 
other state representatives.28  This act represents two significant points concerning 
foster care education policy. The first is that lawmakers at the federal level are working 
to ensure that children’s education barriers and successful outcomes are not impeded.  
The second point of significance is the change to legislation that is not explicitly 
earmarked for foster care to align it with long-term outcomes better.  By normalizing 
the child welfare population’s inclusion in reform bills, legislation can inherently help 
keep closing the achievement gap.  
The next significant evolution in education standards impacting foster children 
came through the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015.  The ESSA is a 
reauthorization of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) and an 
overhaul of the 2002 NCLB Act. Research continued to show that the performance 
factors were linked to a lack of stability in school and the movement of students 
                                                          
28 Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, “Guidance on the Amendments to the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act by the Uninterrupted Scholars Act,” Guidance on the 
Amendments to the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act by the Uninterrupted Scholars Act 




between placements. 29 Figure 4 illustrates the leading research at the time that 
prompted policymakers to focus decisions on school stability throughout transitions.30 
 
 
The ESSA further solidifies the government’s position that a leading factor 
contributing to the education gap with foster children is their lack of educational 
stability.  Through the act, foster children are authorized to remain in the same school, 
even if their placement changes.  The act puts the ownness on the schools, state, and 
local governments to provide for enrollment if a change is needed, transportation to 
and from the school, and transfer of records (enabled by the earlier mentioned 
                                                          
29 Kristine Frerer, “Foster Youth Stability,” Institute for Evidenced Based Change (Center for Social Services 
Research , 2013), http://www.iebcnow.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/12/pub_foster_youth_stability_2013.pdf. 
 




Figure 4: Foster Youth and Comparison Sample, English and Math, Percent of 
School Transfer and Transitions in Year 1 and Year 2 
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Uninterrupted Scholars Act).31 Finally, ESSA is notable because it includes provisions to 
hold the schools and both state and local education agencies accountable for tracking 
foster children’s progress. ESSA carries no additional funding source; however, it 
authorizes Title I funds to be used to meet the requirements. This increase in data will 
allow the tiers of government and school districts to serve best and identify the gaps. 
While the ESSA passage allowed for greater school stability with a coordinator’s 
mandate and more throughout data collection and tracking of foster student success, it 
did create changes that handicap current funding streams.  The ESSA changed the 
definition of “homeless youth” in the McKinney-Vento Act to no longer include “foster 
youth awaiting placement.” The change to the McKinney-Vento definition now excludes 
a funding stream that could have been used to help pay for transportation and other 
local education resources.32  
Following the Coronavirus pandemic outbreak, special provisions were made in 
the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act (CARES Act) to address Foster 
children.  In the CARES Act, as part of the Elementary and Secondary Education Relief 
Fund, provisions were made to purchase hardware/software. The act states that relief 
funds can be used on behalf of students served by the local educational agencies.33 
                                                          
31 Jessica Lahey, “What the New Federal Education Law Says About Foster Kids,” The Atlantic (Atlantic 
Media Company, December 17, 2015), 
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/12/esea-foster-kids/420894/. 
 
32 Jeremy Loudenback, John Kelly, and Serita Cox, “Potential Wins for Foster Youth in No Child Left Behind 
Rewrite,” The Imprint, November 9, 2015, https://imprintnews.org/research-news/potential-
wins-for-foster-youth-in-no-child-left-behind-rewrite/10866. 
 
33 117th Congress of the United States, H.R. 748, “Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security Act,” 




 Further support for foster youths was made in the 2021 Consolidated 
Appropriations Act. Most provisions made in Section X, “Supporting Foster Youth and 
Families During the Pandemic,” focused on transportation, losing funding requirements, 
access/acquisition of technology for home visits, and extending care to prevent aging 
out.  Specifically, with regards to education, the CARES Act Section X did not explicitly 
discuss educational resources for children in foster care beyond increasing the allocation 
of funds for transportation.34  The increase in transportation funding from the CARES 
Act seems superfluous given the pandemic’s immediate impact was schooling being 
shut down.   
Based on an analysis of the historical policies, three prominent trends are 
evident in the policy approaches to the education gap. The first is that there is a federal 
acknowledgment that the gap exists and needs to be addressed. Federal directives have 
earmarked funding to state and local government to address the problem and directed 
for the creation of coordinators at the local level.  The second trend is that most policies 
specifically address school stability as a primary driver of the achievement gap. While 
school stability is a significant issue to academic achievement, it is not alone. Finally, 
recent legislation focused on increased funding to existing programs and funding for 
technology resources tied to home visits, not specifically the challenges of foster 
children and access to technology in their placements.  
 
                                                          






 As illustrated through the action-forcing event, problem statement, and 
background & history, thus far, there is a significant gap in the educational attainment 
of foster children in the United States.   This policy proposal’s immediate goal (3-5 years) 
is to reduce the education gap that exists for foster children, measured by state 
standardized testing in reading and math, as well as high school graduation rates. The 
long-term goal (10+ years) is to ultimately cause a benefit to society by increasing the 
education level and ability of one of the most at-risk population, allowing them to earn 
more and contribute in a more meaningful way to their community.  Existing foster care 
focused education reforms emphasized school stability during placement.  There have 
been strides made in this aspect of their education; however, this policy proposal will 
not address school placement directly. This policy proposal contains two significant 
facets.  The first part is the addition of an education growth coordinator and education 
specialists or tutors as part of the local child welfare team. The second part is increased 
access to education technology granted directly to the school-age foster child, managed 
by the local welfare agency. 
 
Policy Implementation Tool & Design Specifics 
 The primary means of implementing this policy proposal will be to subsidize 
state and community programs through existing programs and grants.  The use of grants 
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to fund foster care programs is typical in federal legislation concerning foster care and 
foster youth education.  
Funding for this policy proposal will come through a combination of both Title 1 
Part A education funding and Title IV Part A social services funding.  If further funding is 
estimated to be required, a Social Services Block Grant could be authorized with a new 
funding stream that states could apply for, with the total size available based on the 
school-age population currently in foster care. Education funding comes through Title I 
Part A federal education funding, focuses on low-income student success.35 In the Social 
Services Administration, Title IV, Part A, covers the funding for student support and 
academic enrichment36. Funding for increased technology made available to foster 
children would be available through the Social Security Act’s funding.  This funding 
allows for the provisioning of virtual home visits and the use of funds to administer 
those. Furthermore, H.R. 133 authorizes increased monies granted during the COVID-19 
pandemic to go toward transportation funding and school stability efforts.37 Access to 
technology to attend schooling virtually should be characterized as a school stability 
effort.  
                                                          




36 “Subgranting FY 2017 Title IV-A Funds to LEAs: Questions and Answers,” Office of Elementary and 









This policy proposal’s targeted population is school-age (K-12) foster youth 
within the foster care system.  While various programs specifically target economically 
depressed populations, this specific proposal is centered on only foster youth legally in 
the government’s care.  
The policy proposal’s first facet focuses on the child welfare team’s staffing and 
ensuring that the appropriate amount of education professionals are involved in the 
children’s lives and have the increased focus required to close the education gap. To this 
end, we propose an education growth coordinator be established at the state and local 
welfare agencies to monitor the overall progress and track students as they move 
potentially between schools and districts. The cost of the position would be comparable 
to the current education stability coordinator. This role is modeled off the education 
stability coordinator position created in the ESSA; however, it would carry an expanded 
mandate to monitor performance, track foster youth individual education programs 
(IEPs), and coordinate education resources and additional tutoring.  
Ideally, the education growth coordinator’s creation would coincide with the 
assignment of tutors to the local welfare agencies to work with foster youth and report 
back to the coordinator on progress.  There has been legislation introduced for an 
increase in AmeriCorps’ size to help respond to COVID-19 national service. AmeriCorps 
tutors, based on a Teach for America type model, could close the education gap that will 
exist as we exit the COVID-19 era.38 As stated above, foster youth will be at an even 
                                                          
38 Senator Markey Press Team, “Senators Markey and Van Hollen Introduce Legislation to Significantly 
Expand National Service, Fully Utilize Peace Corps in Response to Coronavirus Crisis: U.S. Senator 
Ed Markey of Massachusetts,” SENATOR ED MARKEY, April 13, 2020, 
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more significant disadvantage given the multiple conditions impacting them; therefore, 
targeted educational support under this proposal should be assigned to the local 
welfare agencies, not the school districts.  By assigning the supplemental tutors to social 
services under an education growth coordinator, the government ensures the student’s 
education continues, regardless of the involvement of the foster placement. If school is 
not in session, open for in-person instruction, or school stability is not possible because 
of a necessary placement change, the youths continue to have a resource dedicated to 
their success.  A similar model to this exists for low-income students in the United 
Kingdom.  The National Tutoring Program will cost the U.K. government approximately 
$435 million and last for two years.39 
The second facet of this policy proposal is centered on access to technology for 
foster care youth.  We propose that current H.R.133 legislation be modified to allow 
funding for foster youth transportation to/from school to be used to procure school 
education devices (tablets, laptops, hotspots, etc.) for the individual foster youths, 
managed by child welfare agency – ideally the newly created, education growth 
coordinator.  With the instability faced by foster youth and the disparity between school 
district’s technology readiness going into the pandemic, the risk is too high for an 
already disadvantaged child to not have access to learn. The funds that are earmarked 





39 Amanda Aisen, “Commentary: American Students Need Help through the Pandemic, and the U.K.'s 




for school stability, utilized in this fashion, will provide stability for schooling, regardless 
of the home environment.  
The authorization for this policy with come through the U.S. Congress, but the 
day-to-day implementation of the policy will fall to the state and local governments. The 
successful implementation of this policy will rely on state and local welfare agencies and 
school administrations to work together seamlessly.  Implementation will look different 
in every state and potentially interact with other initiatives rebuilding after the 
pandemic.  The ideal timeline for implementation for passage of this legislation is the 
next three months so that educators can adequately prepare for the start of classes in 
Fall 2021.  
 
Policy Authorizing Tool  
 The policy authorizing tool that forms the legal justification for this policy to 
achieve its desired outcomes is legislation.  While this office does not formally create 
legislation (CYS Admin/HHS), it has a significant role in drafting the proposed legislation 
by providing a voice for the child and social services organizations throughout the 
country. The authority for Congress to pass legislation comes directly from the U.S. 
Constitution. Education policy, especially as it pertains to foster children, traditionally 
has come through legislation. The policy’s authorization would modify the language and 
specified interpretation of existing legislation and could exist as its standalone bill or 
straphangers on larger legislative packages. The specific policies proposed fit as portions 
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of the next reauthorization of the Every Student Succeeds Act or components in a 
forthcoming COVID-19 recovery-focused legislation.  
 In recent years, executive orders have been used as the policy authorizing tools 
to rapidly address concerns in the child welfare system, not currently addressed by 
legislation.  President Trump in 2020 issued an order that specifically increased 
oversight and data collection, collaboration with outside agencies, and reduced barriers 
to support for older youth in the system.40  While this mechanism is efficient, 
particularly in Congress’ divisive environment, it is not appropriate for this policy 
proposal.  Because this policy intends to create and modify existing legislation, the 










                                                          
40 Michael Fitzgerald et al., “What's Actually in The Trump Executive Order on Child Welfare,” The Imprint, 





Policy Analysis  
This section will analyze the proposed policies to inform the policy decision-
makers with a complete picture of the policy impact and potential ramifications – both 
positive and negative.  To reiterate, the overall proposal’s goal is to reduce the 
education gap for foster children, which will ultimately cause a more significant benefit 
to society in the near and long term. Primary measures of effectiveness for the policy 
will be high school graduation rates and state standardized test scores in math and 
literacy. The total timeframe for evaluation is five years, with reviews happening 
annually and drafted reauthorization/expansion beginning in the fourth year. The 
following policy analysis begins with a high-level assessment of the policy. It then 
provides a thorough, honest-broker assessment of the two-part proposal through six 
evaluative criteria: efficiency, effectiveness, equity, social acceptability, administrative 
feasibility, and technical feasibility. Political feasibility is an additional evaluative 
criterion and will be addressed in the follow-on political analysis.   
 In general, there is a reasonable likelihood that the policy will achieve its goals of 
reducing the education gap that exists for foster children.  The proposal’s design 
compounds on the work already in motion working to solve this problem and adds 
additional resources to the solution.  In the short term, studies have consistently shown 
that increased attention paid to students via interventions and reduced class sizes lead 
to higher graduation rates and performance.41 Additionally, current research shows that 
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Opportunity,” Brookings (Brookings, August 30, 2016), 
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teacher social support can be effective in improving grades and performance.  Using this 
as a model, we can infer that the increased and focused support by a tutor will improve 
achievement.42 Current programs in California have shown some success in moving 
children from not meeting the standard to meeting the standard.  
There is a strong likelihood that this proposal, compounding with existing 
programs will generate the positive results that are desired, as illustrated in Figure 5.43 
Furthermore, when evaluating the overall likelihood that this policy will achieve its long- 
term goals, the historical evidence also presents a strong trend.   Evidence continually 
shows a positive correlation between economic productivity and the educational 




42 Austen McGuire et al., “Academic Functioning of Youth in Foster Care: The Influence of Unique Sources 
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https://edsource.org/2019/students-in-foster-care-a-quick-guide/621586. 
Figure 5: Foster children’s performance on Smarter Balanced Assessments in California 
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attainment of the population, as seen in Figure 6. Therefore, by raising the achievement 
of the foster population, the overall productivity will see gains as they reach working 
age.44  
 The likelihood that the proposed policy will not achieve its goals exists, and there 
are two aspects of the problem that contribute ultimately to a negative outcome.  The 
first contributing factor to overall policy failure is the breadth of the problem. With 
approximately 600,000 children in foster care at any given time, even with high ratios of 
growth coordinators and tutors per child, that is still a considerable quantity of children 
to support.  To determine the feasibility of the proposal, the scope may need to be 
drastically reduced. Secondarily, the proposal’s likely failure point is due to the national 
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Figure 6: Relationship with productivity and educational attainment 
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structure of welfare systems throughout the country, which could lead to 
inconsistencies with implementation. As stated in previous sections, the foster system is 
a confluence of federal, state, and local government agencies. 
Efficiency 
 This policy’s efficiency is evident when evaluating the current utilization of 
funding for student transportation, given the COVID-19 pandemic and schools’ closure.  
The policy provides for language in future legislation to enable these funds to pay for 
foster students’ technology resources.  The new resources that foster children receive 
instead of transportation between their placement and their school make the funds 
more efficient for their ultimate purpose of providing a stable learning environment.  
Given the real possibility that many students could potentially experience a hybrid 
learning environment going forward, the broadening of transportation cost utilization is 
an efficient use of funds.45  
 While the efficiencies of using transportation funding for technology resources 
and remote schooling are impressive, the policy carries several inefficient 
characteristics.  With the creation of the education growth coordinator within social 
services, the federal government creates an unfunded mandate while moving the onus 
for student performance from the education agencies to the welfare agencies. This is an 
inefficient use of resources because there is already a mandate for a school stability and 
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transportation coordinator.  While the proposal intends to have many educators 
involved in the welfare agencies and closer to the children, a more cost-efficient 
mechanism could be reskilling or rescoping the transportation coordinator role.  
Unfunded mandates are regrettably common in the education setting, and although 
grants exist, they often do not cover the cost of entire initiatives.46 
Evaluating efficiency also becomes difficult because funding streams remain 
available due to COVID-19 pandemic conditions; however, as the time horizon extends, 
a shortfall may occur when COVID will no longer directly impact school stability.  
Congress has crafted language to explicitly require the holding of funds in reserve to 
address learning loss, but it is difficult to determine the longevity of the reserves.47 
There are currently fiscally efficient aspects of the proposal; however, their efficiency 
has a likely expiration term before the proposal’s goals are realized.  
Effectiveness 
 The proposal’s effectiveness and the likeliness of a positive return are bolstered 
by the nature of the policy and the broader problem. This policy proposal exists as an 
additional tool in the fight to reduce the education gap for foster children.  If fully 
implemented, the effects of having increased technology resources, a focused growth 
coordinator, and a tutor, all tied to the foster child and provided via the welfare agency, 
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will compound on efforts being made by schools and in homes.  A working paper by the 
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) found that tutoring can be a key policy 
model in impacting the future success of populations, such as foster children, that are 
significantly behind due to extraneous factors.48 NBER found the effects strengthened in 
earlier grades and when provided by teachers or paraprofessionals, like those 
recommended in this proposal.  By providing additional resources to the welfare agency 
and then to the child, there is resiliency and consistency in the educational tracking, not 
just the educational provider (the school district). Ideally, there will be a multiplier 
effect of the various resources compounding on one another, leading to more 
remarkable child outcomes.   Foster children, especially as they get older, are more 
likely to move between homes than younger students. The movement between homes 
provides unstable schooling and educational support networks.49 While education 
stability is one of the facets of ESSA, it is not always possible.  Providing the education 
resource at the welfare agency allows them to stay with the child despite placement 
changes.  
 Some factors potentially hamper the policy proposal’s effectiveness.  Chief 
among the potential hindrances is the inconsistency with foster care systems 
throughout the nation. The relationship between local welfare agencies and local 
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education agencies will be critical in tracking and determining the needs of the child and 
the interlock between the growth coordinator, tutor, and schools. An additional 
impediment to effectiveness is the sheer volume of variables that can potentially impact 
a foster child and their education performance.  While school stability was identified as 
an issue and has become the focus of recent legislation, factors such as home 
placement, learning disabilities, and emotional stressors can all continue to compound 
and negate the policy’s positive impacts.  It is hard to determine the overall effect 
without some data from a field pilot.  
Equity 
 The proposed policy promotes equity between socio-economic classes to ensure 
that the most vulnerable children in foster care are afforded the same opportunity as 
more affluent families.  As it is currently written, there is equity across the entire foster 
population regarding implementing the policy.  There is substantial equity between 
states, and the policy would leverage a general ratio of funding as used for the CARES 
Act funding.  As it is referred to in this proposal, equity is focused on equal opportunities 
at the outcome rather than a fair process. This is based on the notion that the children 
in foster care are so disadvantaged that there is no hope of getting them to equal 
outcomes without unequal support at the early stages.  
Despite the benefits that the equity in the original design provides, there are a 
couple of specific areas in which the proposal fails regarding fairness in the treatment of 
population groups, leading to fairness in outcomes. Concerning neglected populations, 
the utilization of tutors assigned to the welfare agencies allows for concerted efforts 
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with the foster children. However, it neglects other low-income students who are not in 
foster care.  Currently, Title I schools and the teachers they hire could take on additional 
tutors and pair them with lower-performing children, foster and non-foster. While a 
significant number of foster children are in need of academic assistance, Title I covers a 
broader population than just foster children.50 By moving an additional education 
specialist from the school district to the welfare agency, other low-income, low-
performing, non-foster student support is decreased.  Finally, as the proposal is 
currently written, there is not explicit equity between the costs covered by the federal 
government and the state/local agencies for the changes. Most of the funding for 
foster-care programs comes from state/local governments, with the federal government 
only making up a portion of the total. As shown in the Figure 7 with North Carolina as an 
example, over half of the funding already comes from the state.51 
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 From a social awareness and activism perspective, foster care is gaining 
popularity, though there still exists a shortage of qualified foster parents for the number 
of children entering the system. Using television and movies as an indicator for public 
sentiment about foster care and policies that support foster children, the consensus 
would be a favorable social sentiment at large. Popular television series that include 
characters or storylines involving foster care have received positive feedback.  Examples 
Figure 7: North Carolina Foster Care Expenditure (Federal, State, Local) 
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of T.V. shows with foster themes or characters include The Fosters, Mom, and Chicago 
Fire.52  
 While the stylized popularity of foster children in pop culture creates a 
compelling storyline and potentially a strong base of support for the proposal, until 
additional polling is conducted, it cannot be fully understood how the public will 
respond to the proposal. Socially there can be a negative stigma toward foster children 
as they age.  Frequently older children in middle and high school are assumed 
delinquents and relegated away. The inconsistencies lead to a misunderstanding of 
foster children, and the portrayal on varying ends of the behavior spectrum does not 
help social acceptability. 53  There is little about this policy proposal that can directly 
impact foster children’s perception, other than changing the outcomes generationally 
for the children.  In the short term, a robust information campaign would need to 
accompany the proposal to mitigate negative perceptions around equity already 
mentioned above.  
Administrative and Technical Feasibility 
 The current administrative set-up of the child welfare system has the framework 
required for implementing the policy proposal.  Based on the proposal’s current design, 
the addition of the education growth coordinator would be able to nest well in the child 
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welfare agency and become a peer to the school transportation coordinator.  Regarding 
the issuance of technology to foster children, child welfare agencies are well-practiced 
in distributing materials to the wards. Initial issuance of school technology resources 
should not be different.  
 The feasibility of executing this proposal at scale has cautions and potential 
drawbacks that need to be considered beyond the pros of existing infrastructure and 
distribution practices.  From a student data and privacy perspective, state and local 
education agencies may take issue with consistently releasing student data to the tutors 
who are social services employees. While this may be mitigable through dual-badging or 
other workarounds, the opening of networks and sharing data across agencies can be a 
sticky point. As referenced in the history section, it took a modification of FERPA to 
allow for records to be shared with anyone other than the birth parents for foster 
children.54   
In addition to the fore-mentioned issues with the administrative application of 
the proposals, there is also a potential risk to the state for tracking property if it is issued 
and accounted for at the welfare agency, not the school.  While this will allow children 
to maintain access across placement and changes in school districts, the agencies may 
not be equipped to understand the technical requirements of maintaining the 
technology.  The network administrators and technologists in school districts are 
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knowledgeable about the provisioning and maintenance of education devices.  This 
tribal knowledge may not exist with the child welfare agency I.T. staff.  Finally, given the 
high number of children in the foster system and the difficulty of continually staffing 
social workers already, it may be even more difficult to create long-term solutions with 
tutors’ staffing.55 Staffing the tutor role through an AmeriCorps/Teach for America 
model can work in the short-term; however, attrition can be another potential problem. 
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Political Analysis  
As a subagency within the Executive Branch, the Administration on Children, 
Youth, and Families, has an important role in the drafting and formulation of policy 
decisions but no constitutional authority to pass legislation.  Because the policy tool for 
this proposal is the modification of existing, and proposal of new legislation, it is critical 
that a thorough political analysis of this is understood. The analysis will focus primarily 
on stakeholders within Congress who will play a role in the potential passage of the bills 
and endorsement of the proposals.  In addition to legislators, key advocacy groups that 
will be expected to be in support of and in opposition to the proposal will be identified 
and analyzed. Based on the various stakeholders, the political costs and benefits will be 
weighed, as well as accompanying political strategies.  Finally, the expected public 
reaction to the proposal will be outlined. 
With legislation as the authorizing tool for this proposal, it will be key to have 
stakeholders in both the Appropriations and Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions 
(HELP) committees in Congress, particularly the Senate. In both the House and Senate, 
the members of the Foster Youth Caucus will serve as prominent stakeholders in the 
advancement of this proposal and future legislation.56  Within the Senate, the following 
members hold prominent roles on pertinent committees: Senator James Lankford, 
Senator Patty Murray, and Senator Chuck Grassley.  
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As a stakeholder, Sen. Lankford is a member of both the Finance and the 
Appropriations Committee.  He has a history of supporting legislation relating to foster 
care and social issues. Recently he supported efforts to change regulations relating to 
foster care funding and opening additional types of agencies to serve as placement 
agencies.57 While not directly tied to education, it is indicative of his team’s ability to 
work with HHS in clarifying and modifying existing regulations.  
Senator Patty Murray has consistently shown to be a strong supporter of foster 
care and family policy issues. She is regularly vocal on increasing support for foster 
children and supporting the transition from care to adulthood. Sen. Murray is the Chair 
of the HELP Committee and sits at the intersection of both welfare and education 
legislation. Her inclusion as a critical stakeholder of this proposal will help address 
potential concerns across multiple policy issues. Sen. Murray has a history of introducing 
legislation to support foster youth, including the Higher Education Access and Success 
for Homeless and Foster Youth Act of 2015, which focuses on further closing the 
education gap by enabling foster children more resources to get to college.58 
Finally, Senator Chuck Grassley serves on the Committee on Finance and the 
President Pro Tempore Emeritus of the Senate. Sen. Grassley is a tremendous supporter 
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of foster youths and is the co-founder and co-chair of the Senate Caucus on Foster 
Youth.  In the 116th Congress, Sen. Grassley has already cosponsored numerous foster 
care related legislation, including S.2803 (Fostering Stable Housing Opportunities Act).59 
In May 2020, Sen. Grassley led an effort to designate May as National Foster Care 
Month to bring awareness to the struggles foster youths face, especially during COVID.60 
His prominence in the Senate and history of support makes him a key stakeholder in 
gaining support for the proposal.   
In addition to the role that the legislators play on those committees, the other 
members of the caucus frequently serve as cosponsors and support legislation involving 
foster care, including urging the State Governors to keep foster children in mind during 
COVID relief.61 The support of multiple legislators will be essential in helping 
modifications and essential provisions of the bill remain throughout the mark-up 
process and ensure that the outcomes are consistent at end state.  
In addition to the legislators that will have a vested interest and play a role in the 
passage of this proposal, there are multiple advocacy groups that are frequently 
involved in similar legislation.  Active groups that can help to form a supportive base in 
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the process are the Child Welfare League of America (CWLA) and the National 
Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL).  CWLA regularly advocates for legislation 
focused on foster child policy and has directly called out foster care funding as a 
legislative priority.62 In addition to CWLA, NCSL focuses on both social issues and 
education policy.  The research and support of NCSL have already focused on closing the 
education gap and affordability of college.63 The support of NCSL can go a long way as 
the proposal impacts not just federal policy but both education and welfare policy at the 
state level.  
Public opinion research specifically on the foster care education gap is difficult to 
find and address without an explicit research team set to uncover the data.  In lieu of 
the research, opinions on foster care reform and the state of education and reform 
efforts can be used as a proxy.  Based on a 2006 study from ABC study 47% of Americans 
believe that the foster care system needs reform and “doing too little” to identify 
children at risk (Figure 8).64  
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Figure 8 can be interpreted as moderate support in the initiatives and reform 
efforts in foster care policy.  Public familiarity with foster care continues to rise through 
the increase of themes and adjacent characters in television and movies.65  With the 
increase in awareness, it is unsurprising that public sentiment toward the cause is 
increasing.  In addition to the polling about foster care policy, the polling surrounding 
the education gap yielded interesting results as well. In an NPR Poll (Figure 9), it was 
identified very clearly that access to technology was a significant inhibitor for kids in 
low-income homes, and thus they would be worried about their performance – further 
exacerbated if a child is on an Individualized Educational Program.66 Based on these 
insights, it can be inferred that parents would be supportive of additional resources 
provided for the most low-income students.  
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Politically, the literal costs of the proposal could result in the relocation of funds 
for Title I schooling, depending on the final agreement of funding for the proposal. As 
currently drafted, the funding for the proposal is supplemental, but the distribution of 
the funding is unspecified.  In the event of redistribution of funds earmarked for 
education, there could be political backlash.   
As this proposal is in addition to solutions that are already in place, there was no 
potential alternative rejected in favor of this.  The implementation of this proposal will 
be at the state level.  Each state has its own myriad of political considerations, however, 
there are several strategies that could help alleviate stressors at implementation.  The 
use of a strong communication and messaging plan with the roll-out can help to bolster 
support and adoption.  
 




 The education of America’s most vulnerable population is a noble endeavor 
rooted in the foundation of making a more equal nation for all.  The policy proposal 
addressed above provides actionable steps that can be taken to reduce the education 
gap that exists for foster students, bettering their outcomes in the future. The multi-
faceted approach of this policy, the education coordinator, tutors assigned to the 
welfare agency, and the use of transportation funding for technology will have the 
greatest effect when they are compounded together. It is our recommendation that the 
proposal move forward as a whole unit; however, each part individually has value.  
 The greatest drawback to this proposal is the various funding streams and 
convoluted nature of social welfare funding.  While there are difficulties with funding, 
the time to act and secure the future for these children is now. Given the timing, we 
recommend that the most expeditious means of passing this legislation would be to 
have it worked into the next COVID-19 bill that is passed. The purpose of COVID 
legislation is to build back a stronger America, and there is no better way to do that than 
creating a stronger foundation with literally the lowest and most disadvantaged 
population group.  
 Despite the convergence of both education and social welfare funding, the 
strongest con can further be mitigated by the sheer strength of the political support 
around creating a better future for foster children.  In both the House of 
Representatives and the Senate, and on both sides of the aisle, many of the strongest 
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members of Congress are also the loudest advocates for foster youth.67 Support for 
closing the education gap of foster youth is the type of legislation that can unify across 
parties and bind together desperate factions of the government.  
 In addition to the political strengths that this policy proposal has, there are 
numerous aspects of it that should be heavily considered when evaluating its prospects.  
The strongest part of the proposal is the notion of having designated tutors for foster 
students and having them assigned to Social Services. As shown in the NBER research, 
tutoring can have a tremendous outcome on student success and should be targeted 
specifically at the most vulnerable populations.68  In California, New York City, and West 
Virginia, a pilot with an organization known as iFoster provided online tutoring support 
through “LEARN TO BE” to students during the pandemic and saw tremendous results.  
The results of the iFoster/LEARN TO BE pilot led them to expand the program to foster 
children throughout the country.69  While it is fantastic that programs like that exist, 
they are contingent on students already being in possession of the appropriate 
education technology resources, and a referral from a caregiver, foster parent, or social 
worker.  This is an example where the holistic approach of this proposal is critical to fully 
enabling student success. 
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 As put forth in this memo, this policy proposal strongly shows the impact that 
could be made on reducing the education gap. We highly recommend that all 
recommendations put forth in this memo are moved forward for legislative drafting and 
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